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Protoplasm is found only on or near the surface of the Earth. As a highly complex substance, it is rapidly disintegrated by heat into its components, and its formation occurs only within narrowly defined conditions. Corresponding to its elaborate chemical constitution, its physical and chemical reactions are likewise elaborate. All the manifestations of living organisms, in short, are expressions of the chemical reactions of protoplasm. This extraordinarily complex and varied group is found upon the Earth in a very large number of different types. These types form the foundation of what are called species; and we now turn to a consideration of what actually constitutes a species.
No two individuals, either animal or plant, are precisely identical. But, on the other hand, no individuals are found that do not bear a close resemblance to numerous other individuals. It is thus possible to draw up a classification of animals and plants, based on their resemblances. The unit of such classification is the species, consisting of groups of organisms all similar to one another in essential details, and differing only in those minutice by which individuals are distinguished. Naturalists do, indeed, establish groups still narrower than species; they classify organisms into subspecies and into varieties, but with this we are not now concerned. When all animals are divided into species, it is found that some species resemble one another more than others, and a number of similar species are bracketed together to form a genus. So, too, genera are combined to form families, families to form orders, and orders to form classes, so that the animal and plant kingdoms are divided into a comparatively small number of classes, which comprise all living organisms within them.
These various divisions of animate nature have no real existence as objective things. They do, indeed, represent the family relationships of living beings, but one of them represents still more. A species is an actual entity, present in Nature as a real individual thing, and not merely a unit